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Iran’s Election Crisis
Flanks the One in Iraq

by Muriel Mirak-Weissbach

Each Iranian el ection brings the simmering institutional con-
flict between the conservative Guardian Council (GC), and
the reformist wing in Parliament with its supporters in the
population, to the boiling point. With electionsfor the Majlis
(Parliament) scheduled for Feb. 20, the crisis has assumed
unprecedented contours, and could lead to significant changes
inIran’s political landscape.

The crisis broke out on Jan. 11, when the GC announced
that it had disqualified over 3,605 of the 8,200 candidateswho
wanted to run for office. According to the Islamic Republic's
congtitution, the GC has the authority to vet candidates, and
to disqualify those who, in its view, are not working in the
interests of Islam, or the nation. This time, the conservative,
unel ected body of 12 clericsand juristswent overboard. Their
drastic slashing of names, which included 80 sitting members
of Parliament, was seen rightly as afrontal attack on the re-
formists, and an open attempt to sew up the elections for the
conservatives. So many reformistswerepurged fromthelists,
that in 190 of the 290 electoral districts, no reformist candi-
dates would have made the ballot.

Reformists Go On Counter-Offensive

The Interior Ministry issued a statement Jan. 12, express-
ing regret over the extensive disgualifications, and stressing
that such moves must be backed by legality. According tothe
newsagency |RNA’ sparaphrase, theministry said that during
the “highly sensitive” electoral period, “ All responsible bod-
ies and personalities should have focussed efforts on further
raising public confidence in the system and attracting the
highest possible number of voters.” Indeed, the conservatives
consider their best hope to defeat the reform majority in the
Parliament at the upcoming elections, is to ensure low voter
turnout. Their extreme provocation may have been intended
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to demoralize the voters. The Interior Ministry also declared
that it would defend the rights of voters and candidates.

Meanwhile, the reform members of Parliament staged a
sit-in, demanding the GC approve all candidacies. On Jan.
13, President Mohammed Khatami met with the governors
genera of Iran’'s provinces, who opposed the disqualifica-
tions. It wasreported that Khatami had threatened that he and
his reformist colleagues would resign en masse, unless the
GC rescinded its blacklist. “We will leave together [or] we
will stay together,” hewasquoted saying. “Wehavetoremain
firm. If one day we are asked to leave, then we will all leave,
together.” He added, “ At this stage, my historic mission isto
prevent the illegal seizing of the levers of power.” He later
denied that he had threatened to resign.

On Jan. 14, the reformist speaker of the Majlis, Mahdi
Karroubi, issued aharshly-worded attack on the GC, demand-
ingitreverseitsdecision. “ They havemadeit so that weknow
in advance who is elected and who is not. ... They have
moved their pawns to control the Mgjlis,” Karroubi said. At
the same time, the first reports circulated that several deputy
ministersand provincial governorsgeneral had declared their
intentiontoresign. Interior Minister Abdolvahed Musavi L ari
wrotetothegovernors, insisting that all measurestakeninthe
crisis must be peaceful. He also stated that no resignations
would be accepted.

Asit becameclear that the reformists, including the Presi-
dent himself, would not sit back and accept the GC's at-
tempted coup, the Supreme L eader of thelslamic Revolution,
Ayatollah Seyed Ali Khamenei, intervened. On Jan. 14, he—
the ultimatearbiter in such cases—urged the Guardian Coun-
cil to review the disqualifications of the prospective candi-
dates. Meeting with the GC, Khamenei told them, “Since
distinguishing the qualification has different stages, we
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should not go far in confirming the qualification of the mem-
bersof Parliament.” He said that the Islamic Republic of Iran
believesin democratic elections, adding that high voter turn-
out hashad apositiveimpact internationally. On the disquali-
ficationsof the80incumbent M Ps, Khamenei said that if their
qualifications had been approved in the last parliamentary
elections, they should be approved now unless good reason
were given for doing otherwise. Khamenei emphasized that
the law should be observed in al stages of elections, adding
that some peoplewere seeking toresort toillegal and compli-
cated proceduresinstead of legal and simple approaches.

Prior to Ayatollah Khamenei’s remarks, the secretary of
the Guardian Council, Ayatollah Ahmad Jannati, an arch-
conservative, had presented a report on the different stages
of the upcoming general election, adding that the body had
received complaints against the disqualifications, and would
re-examine them.

Khamenei’ sintervention, ineffect, acknowledged that the
Guardian Council had overstepped itsbounds, and committed
atactical error. Sinceheisliterally the Supreme L eader, there
isno way that the GC can dodge his directives. The question
was. How would the Guardian Council “interpret” Kha-
menei’ swords? The GC went back to thedrawing board, and,
step by step, started approving disqualified candidates; first
200, then 650. The reform front remained committed to its
demand that all who wishto run for office, should be allowed
todo so.

TheTug of War

The crisis heated up again on Jan. 21, asreformists, frus-
trated by the slow pace of the GC, escalated their mobiliza-
tion. Vice President Mohammad Ali Abtahi announced that
several government officials had turned in their resignations
in protest. To be binding, the resignations would have to be
approved by President Khatami, who wasin Davos, Switzer-
land at the World Economic Forum. Abtahi did not say how
many, or who, theofficialswere. “ A number of Cabinet minis-
tersand anumber of vicepresidentshaveresigned. Naturally,
they are waiting to see how things go,” Abtahi said after a
Cabinet meeting. “ The Cabinet ministers are very seriousin
their resignation.” He added, “ Such disqualifications of pro-
spective candidates is against democracy. The 1979 Idamic
revolution was based on democracy, and such methods dam-
ageour Islamic democracy and turn electionsinto sham elec-
tions.” Interior Minister Lari reported to the Cabinet during
the meeting, that he believed the hard-liners wanted to secure
at least 180 seatsin the 290-seat Parliament.

From Davos, President Khatami made known that he
would not accept the resignations. On Jan. 26, the reformers
upped theantefurther. Government spokesman Abdollah Ra-
mezanzadeh told the student news agency ISNA, that the
government “ cannot organi zean el ectionwhichisuncompeti-
tive, unhealthy, and not free. Thismeansthat the government
will only organize an election which is competitive, fair, and
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healthy; meaning that in all constituencies there should be
real competition, and not a staged one, of all the people who
are willing to compete legally and within the framework of
the congtitution.” He called this the “only condition of the
government.”

The following day, Parliament Speaker Karroubi pre-
dicted that by the evening on Jan. 29, the Guardian Council
wouldreinstate many of thedisqualified candidates. President
Khatami told reporters he was “ confident that such elections
will beheld onthe appointed date.” The shift occurred, appar-
ently, asaresult of along meeting held Jan. 26, among Kha
menei, the chief of the judiciary Ayatollah Mahmoud
Hashemi Shahroudi, President Khatami, and Karroubi. Four
ministers—Intelligence Minister Ali Yunessi, Oil Minister
Bijan Namdar Zanzageh, Commerce Minister Mohammed
Shariatmadari, and Industry Minister Eshaq Jahangiri—had
been tasked to examine the reformists protests and come
up with answers by Jan. 29. Karroubi proclaimed, “We will
witness a good understanding between the government and
the Guardian Council in the next two days.”

Clearly, President Khatami had driven ahard bargain. On
Jan. 28, he told the press, “In the end, it is not clear whether
what they [the Guardian Council] approve will be acceptable
for us. Even if one person is disqualified unfairly, | won't
accept it.”

And in fact, as of thiswriting, the crisis was continuing.
The deadlock between the Guardian Council and the reform-
erswas till unbroken on Jan. 30, after an announcement by
the GC that it would approve at least 960 of the candidacies
previously rejected. On that date, Interior Minister M ussavi-
Alari proposed to the GC that the el ections be postponed.

How Flexiblelsthe Rubber Band?

Speakingto EIR, onehigh-ranking Iranian official charac-
terized the electoral clinch as a big rubber band that can be
stretched very widein onedirection, and then bounce back to
the other. Only if it is forced, is there the danger that it will
snap, he said.

What is at stake in Iran is the entire system which has
reigned sincetherevolution of 1979. Sincethe1997 Presiden-
tial elections, when reformer Khatami was swept into power
withalandslidevote, thereformershavestrivento put through
changesin the democratic order aswell asin management of
the economy, but have been blocked at every turn by the
conservatives. EachtimetheMajlis, withitsreform majority,
has attempted to introduce legisl ation, the Guardian Council
which also has the authority to vet bills, has intervened to
shoot it down. This happened to two billsintroduced by Kha-
tami for greater powers for the Presidency; and to a bill to
reform the election process, by members of Parliament. Al-
though Khatami was re-elected with another landslide in
2001, hissupport hasbeen waning, ashe hasappeared incapa-
ble of delivering on his reform agenda.

The question thisraisesisan ingtitutional one: Given the
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system as enshrined in the Islamic Republic’s constitution,
how can a government, backed by a majority in Parliament,
implement fundamental changesin economic, social, andfor-
eign policy? Some intellectuals in the reform camp, who
could not be accused of mindless radicalism, have suggested
that the rubber band be stretched to its limit. Their view is
that the only way in which the informed will of the mgjority
of the population, which has lawfully elected its President
and legislators, can exert the power it is endowed with, is
through direct mass action.

In short, promoters of this viewpoint would rather see
Khatami and his reform colleagues take to the streets at the
head of a popular movement, than accept the conservatives
blackmail. In the current crisis, some reformers are clearly
bringing such pressure to bear on the President, as they esti-
mate that the timefor compromises has passed. They arealso
fully aware of the international prestige which Khatami
enjoys.

Such a perspective of mass confrontation is fraught with
dangers, as everyone—first and foremost, President Kha
tami—knows. The conservative faction controls not only the
judiciary, but aso the police, intelligence sectors, and the
military and para-military units which could be deployed in
abloody confrontation no one wants.

The Neo-Con Factor

No one, that is, except a clique of neo-conservatives
perched in Washington, who are gambling precisely on this
scenario to destabilize Iran, and opentheway for their “oppo-
sition” figures, like the young Shah, to make abid for power.

The Iranian crisis—both the ongoing electoral strife and
the more fundamental ingtitutional clinch—can be solved
only by the Iranian ingtitutions and people themselves. Any
attempt to intervene from the outside will only exacerbate the
tensionsinternally, and brand thereformersfalsely as* agents
of the West.”

Thereisgood reason to believethat the I ranian leadership
will succeed in dealing with the crisis in such a way as to
maintain social peace, while curbing the power of the conser-
vatives. For al their reputed strength, the conservatives have
limited maneuvering room, particularly considering theinter-
national context. Were the elections to be sabotaged, or so
manipulated that the masses of voters boycotted them (asis
being threatened), or that the government resigned en masse,
then the credibility of the Islamic Republic would be under-
mined.

Not unrelated to this question, is the ongoing fight over
elections in neighboring Irag. It would be very difficult for
the Iranian “establishment” to continue supporting free and
fair electionsin Irag, as demanded there by Shi’ite religious
leader Ayatollah Ali al Husseini a-Sistani, against the dictate
of U.S. proconsul Paul Bremer of the Coalition Provisional
Authority, while elections in Iran were being sabotaged.
Surely, this irony has not escaped the attention of the arch-
conservativesin Iran.
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Blair Won't Escape
Nemesis on Iraq, Economy

by Mark and Mary Burdman

The last week of January was one of the most politically
fraught and dramatic weeks in modern British political his-
tory, and adecisiveonefor British PrimeMinister Tony Blair.
On Jan. 27, hisgovernment barely squeaked through aHouse
of Commons vote on his pet project of having universities
impose “top-up fees’—added tuition fees—on students. The
next day, Law Lord Hutton gave his long-awaited report on
the death, on July 17, 2003, of top British weapons scientist
Dr. David Kelly. Hutton exonerated Blair's government of
all blamefor the circumstances leading to Kelly’ s death.

Hutton further exonerated the government of charges
madelast Spring by BBC defense correspondent Andrew Gil-
ligan, that the government had intervened to* sex up” its Sep-
tember 2002 intelligence dossier on Iragi “weapons of mass
destruction,” so asto makethe*Iraqi threat” seemimmediate
and mortal to Britons. Hutton put the entire burden of guilt
for Kelly’s death, which he ruled a suicide, onto the BBC,
for alowing Gilligan to broadcast. Within 24 hours after the
report, BBC chairman Gavin Davies and Director General
Greg Dyke had both resigned. By the afternoon of Jan. 28,
Blair was going into overdrive, demanding apologies from
all his opponents for any and all assertions that his govern-
ment had engaged in deception.

TheWord ‘Whitewash’ IsHeard

But Blair's seeming victories are, at best, Pyrrhic. How-
ever smug 10 Downing Street might be for the moment, the
Furieswill have their way. There are two essential historical
realities in Britain today, and they cannot long be ignored.
Oneg, is that the economy is hopelessly bankrupt, with the
population massively in debt and a real estate bubble that
could pop at any time. The second, isthat Britain wasbrought
into an unending war in Irag on false premises: namely, that
Saddam Hussein was an immediate and mortal thregt to the
British 1dles, capable of deploying weapons of mass destruc-
tion, asthe 2002 Iraq Dossier claimed, “within 45 minutes.”

The WMD hoax is being exposed, day by day, also be-
cause of the exposure in the United States of the intelligence
frauds perpetrated by Vice President Dick Cheney and his
gang. Polls in Britain show that almost one-half the British
population believethat Blair lied to get Britain into the war.

Theday after the Hutton Report, headlinesinalmost every
British paper, from the tabloids to the “ establishment” press,
focussed on the real issue: “We've had Hutton. Now, where
arethe weapons of massdestruction?’ Lord Hutton’slegalist
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